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"Reflections  of  Nature:  Flowers  in  American  Art" 

is  the  first  major  museum  exhibition  to  explore 
the  history  of  floral  representations  in  American 
art.  The  exhibition  includes  over  one  hundred 
paintings  and  drawings,  several  on  public  view  for 
the  first  time,  spanning  more  than  three  cen- 
turies. Flowers,  in  their  combination  of  formal 
beauty,  organic  vitality,  and  symbolic  association, 
have  provided  a  challenging  subject  to  artists 
since  ancient  times.  The  purpose  of  this  exhibi- 
tion is  to  highlight  the  American  response  to  that 
challenge. 

The  quality  of  American  artists'  achievements 
in  the  floral  genre  is  reflected  in  a  wide  variety  of 
images.  Simple  plant  portraits  in  the  form  of  bo- 
tanical drawings  recorded  the  newly  discovered 
specimens  of  the  New  World.  The  earliest  of  these 
were  produced  by  European  artist-explorers. 
Later,  American  artists,  sponsored  by  British  hor- 
ticulturists, supplied  specimens  and  drawings  of 
unusual  and  spectacular  blossoms  to  add  exotic 
touches  to  English  gardens. 

In  the  mid-nineteenth  century  the  still-life 
bouquet,  a  European  genre,  became  the  dominant 
form  of  flower  representation.  Severin  Roesen  and 
George  Henry  Hall  gathered  voluminous  assem- 
blies of  cultivated  blossoms  into  painted  bouquets 
of  cut  flowers.  What  engaged  artists  from  about 
1850  on  was  the  representation  of  flowers  in  natu- 
ralistic outdoor  environments.  John  William  Hill 
favored  wild  flowers  or  "the  gems  [of]  God's  own 
hand,"  in  their  appropriate  settings,  while  Maria 
Oakey  Dewing  and  American  Impressionist  artists 
selected  garden  flowers,  sometimes  from  their 
own  backyards.  Exotic  ginger  plants,  orchids,  and 
passionflowers  appear  in  their  native  tropical  en- 


vironments in  the  work  of  such  widely  traveled 
artists  as  Martin  Johnson  Heade  and  Frederic 
Church. 

Twentieth-century  flower  art  encompasses  all 
of  the  earlier  representational  types  and  more. 
Aesthetic  and  personal  distillations  of  plant  forms 
create  exciting  abstract  renderings  of  flowers 
which  lose  none  of  the  vitality  of  their  more  de- 
scriptive predecessors.  Lee  Krasner  produced  a 
number  of  works  with  floral  titles  in  which  it 
would  be  impossible  to  recognize  the  specimen; 
and  yet  the  artist  acknowledged  her  debt  to  the 
living  form:  "I  cannot  conceive  of  anything  out- 
side of  nature."  In  their  shared  dedication  to  the 
inspiration  of  the  natural  floral  world,  all  the  art- 
ists in  this  exhibition  would  agree  with  her. 


Ellsworth  Kelly,  Milkweed,  1969.  Ink  on  paper,  29  x  23  inches. 
Private  collection. 
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